
PREFACE
 
HJALMAR SÖDERBERG was born in Stockholm in 1869. A strain of Semitism in 
his ancestry doubtless tended to make him solitary and introspective. After the 
usual high-school training, corresponding to an American college course, he tried 
his hand at government service and journalism with a bit of poetry on the side. 
He  became  early  interested  in  modern  French  prose  and  translated  some  of 
Anatole France. He then developed his own special type of the very short story 
told in the first  person,  and his  volume  Storiettes,  1898,  won him immediate 
recognition.  From then on he has devoted himself  to original  work. Of recent 
years he has been living in Copenhagen.

His first novel, Martin Bircks Youth, 1901, largely autobiographical, pictures the 
intellectual  unrest  of  his  time  and  voices  his  revolt  against  the  conventional 
standards  of  society.  Its  arguments  are  presented  entirely  through  the 
development of the hero, and the book will always make delightful reading as an 
idyll. Söderberg has since done two other much less popular novels, both in the 
field of morbid psychology. His comedy, Gertrud, which had a decided success on 
the stage, is similar in theme to  Madame Bovary. His most recent books have 
been two studies in the history of religion from the skeptical point of view.

It is,  however, in the short story that Söderberg has most fully  come into his 
birthright. Some five volumes of these have appeared, the most recent of them, A 
Trip to Rome, in 1929. From these the present group of selections has been made, 
including all types and periods of his work.

— Charles Wharton Stork



CHURCHYARD ARABESQUE
Translated by Charles Wharton Stork

LATE one afternoon on an autumn day a number of years ago — it was 
during  the  World  War  —  I  went  out  with  Henning  Berger  to  a  cemetery  in 
Copenhagen. Centuries ago it had lain in open farmland far beyond the walls and 
moats of the city; now it is like a big oasis, green and quiet, in the midst of a  
teeming  metropolitan  suburb  among  warehouses,  factories,  and  workmen's 
barracks.

We sauntered slowly between the tall slender poplars of an interminable 
avenue. Every now and then we stopped to read the names and inscriptions on 
the gravestones.

We had been talking about the war. Henning Berger hoped for a German 
victory. I feared it,  and hoped for nothing. In that way we had finally become 
taciturn.

"Look," he said, pointing to a gravestone a little to one side of the road, 
"look! J. P. Jacobsen! But perhaps it isn't the great Jacobsen."

"No, surely not. He will be buried at Thisted, where he was born and died. 
Besides, this grave here is a hundred years old at least. You can tell by the look of 
it."

"Ah,  to  be  sure.  What's  that  bas-relief  on  it?  It  reminds  one  of 
Thorwaldsen."

It represented a naked young hero with sword and helmet and a ram's hide 
over his arm.

"Jason with the golden fleece."

"Oh, then it must be a tanner that's buried here."

We read the inscription. It was a tanner.

We went on and stopped before another grave, also over a hundred years 
old. There was a high slab with a bronze medallion of the deceased, a veterinary  
professor, and below the medallion was a full-relief of Diana of the Ephesians 
with her twenty breasts. Strange, in a Christian churchyard to run up against that 
old symbol of fertility which gave St. Paul so much trouble at Ephesus!

"How did that ever get here?" Henning wondered.



"Ah, you may well ask. Great is Diana of the Ephesians, but I never heard 
of her in connection with the veterinary science."

"Seeing she was the goddess of hunting, she must have been the goddess of 
bowwows," hazarded Berger. "That may be the explanation. But look at the old 
man in the medallion — do you see whom he looks like?"

I saw no resemblance to anyone I knew.

"It's Böök to the life," he said. "Can't you see it?"

I did my best to find a likeness between the old veterinary professor and 
the young and accomplished Professor Böök. But I failed.

"You never see the resemblances that I do," muttered my friend, dark and 
sullen as the autumn around us.

(I knew that the evil spirit of Saul always came upon him when he thought 
of Böök, who after writing very favorably about his earlier works had suddenly 
fallen foul of a novel to which Berger had pinned his highest hopes. The fact came 
out later that in the Christmas rush Böök had not had time to read it but had only 
glanced  through it,  guessed  at  the  ending  — but  guessed  wrong — and then 
condemned the novel for the banal conclusion which he had himself invented. 
From that time on he had, for the sake of consistency, kept on in the same tone 
whenever he wrote about Berger.)

"It was all your fault anyway," he finally burst out.

"What do you mean?" I inquired.

"That Böök bawls me out. It's your fault. You should never have attacked 
him. Since you went for Böök,  I,  poor devil,  never get a decent review in the 
Svenska Dagblad. Never! It's as plain as day: you write nothing, so he can't do 
anything to you. Therefore he falls upon your friends instead. They have to pay 
the war indemnity, and it's a good round sum, you may believe. I ought really to  
send you a bill."

"Don't, my dear Henning," I pleaded. "It would ruin me."

"It would serve you right. It's no small luxury, that, to go for a critic. And a 
critic of the Svenska Dagblad at that! One would think you'd lost your wits."

"I can't say you're entirely wrong. But a man can't think of everything. It 
never occurred to me, when a few years ago I had a little fun with 'Instructor 
Beak,' that I should have to beg your pardon for it."



"No, but let that be a warning to you! Do you know what I shall do now? 
Well, I'll tell you: I shall go home and write a novel about you, or a causerie or 
something, laying on the lash to you so that it whistles, and send it to the Svenska 
Dagblad. Then we shall see if I can't get a respectable notice from that paper."

"That might be an idea," I said, "quite an idea. I shall be glad to help you 
with it. In that way we can arrange matters without your needing to send me any 
bill. And in private we can be as good friends as ever."

"Naturally.  I  never  dreamed of  anything  else.  We'll  put  it  over  on that 
villain!"

It  had  begun  to  rain,  first  a  fine  drizzle  that  we  hardly  noticed,  but 
suddenly it turned into a regular pour. We decided to seek shelter in the doorway 
of the mortuary chapel; the gate stood open. There was a funeral going on just 
then, the ceremony had begun with an organ and the hymn, "Blessed are they."  
At the door stood a vestryman, who gave each of us a printed notice with the 
name of the deceased in a black border and the text of the hymns to be sung. We 
sat down in an empty pew by the door. I read the name of the deceased: Eva 
Martha Christina Ytterquist. Clearly a Swedish name, and among the wreaths on 
the coffin was one with a blue and yellow ribbon. The simple coffin, the scanty 
wreaths,  the  small  number  of  the  mourners  all  indicated  that  it  was  a  quiet 
existence which had here come to its end. This impression was confirmed by the 
minister's  address:  "A  modest  station  in  life  — one  who was  faithful  in  little 
things. . . ."

The minister's speech was short, but the stanzas of the hymns were many 
and long both before and after. The entire ceremony lasted over half an hour, the 
shower  passed  over,  and  when  the  coffin  was  carried  out  to  the  singing  of 
Ingemann's  beautiful  hymn,  "Lovely  is  the  earth,  glorious  is  God's  heaven, 
beauteous is the passing of the soul," a pale beam of sunlight slid in under the  
thinning yellow foliage of the trees. And down Henning Berger's checks trickled a 
couple of big tears.

"I'm  always  touched  when  I  hear  that  hymn,"  he  said,  as  if  to  excuse 
himself, to an elderly man who was walking beside him.

(We of course went along with the others to the grave.)

"Yes, it is a beautiful hymn," the man answered in Danish. "But you are 
Swedish, aren't you? And you've come all the way over here to old Ytterquist's 
funeral ? That was extremely kind and friendly of you. Perhaps then you'll say a 
few words at the grave."

Henning Berger became slightly embarrassed.

"I hardly think I could," he said. "I haven't prepared anything."



"That doesn't matter," answered the agreeable little Dane, "you can surely 
say something. It seems so blank and empty when no one say s anything at the 
grave."

We were already at the grave, the minister threw the three shovelfuls of 
sand on the coffin to the words of the ritual, just as in Sweden, and pronounced 
the benediction.

The little man nudged Henning and whispered, "Now! Now's the time for 
you to speak."

I was on pins and needles. Henning Berger actually went up with bared 
head on the mound of earth beside the grave, gazed down at the coffin within it, 
raised his head again and looked around at the assembly. As he stood there, he 
seemed for all the world — as in Herman Vedel's portrait — like a worthy and 
imposing prelate.

He then spoke as follows:

"Eva  Martha  Christina!  Three  names  were  given  you  in  holy  baptism. 
When I think of Eva, I see before me your blossoming youth. But that has long 
passed and withered; Eva is dead. Peace be unto her! When I think of Martha, I  
see all of your active life. You have toiled and been troubled about many things,  
and at last have grown weary and gone to rest. Martha too is dead.

"But not so Christina. I know that she liveth. As a devout Christian you 
have entered into eternal life, Christina. And we who must still wander about for 
a little time m this valley of the shadow of death, we say unto you not farewell, 
but we say: May we meet again!"

Moist eyes and fervent hand pressings rewarded the speaker when he had 
descended. The minister thanked him after the manner of a colleague for the 
beautiful symbolism he had drawn from the three names, which to many would 
have seemed so commonplace. . . .

And even I, old sinner that I am, had been touched a bit.



THE DRAWING IN INDIA INK
Translated by Charles Wharton Stork

ONE day in April many years ago, in the time when I still wondered about 
the meaning of life, I went into a little cigar booth on a back street to buy a cigar. I 
selected a dark and angular El Zelo, stuffed it into my case, paid for it, and made 
ready to go. But at that moment it occurred to me to show the young girl who 
stood in the booth, and of whom I used often to buy my cigars, a little sketch in 
India ink, which I happened to have lying in a portfolio. I had got it from a young 
artist, and to my thinking it was very fine.

"Look here," said I, handing it to her. "What do you think of that? "

She took it in her hand with interested curiosity and looked ät it very long 
and  closely.  She  turned  it  in  various  directions,  and  her  face  took  on  an 
expression of strained mental activity.

"Well, what does it mean?" she asked finally with an inquisitive glance.

I was a little surprised.

"It doesn't mean anything in particular," I answered. "It's just a landscape. 
That's the ground and that's the sky and that there is a
road — an ordinary road —"

"Yes, I can see that," she interrupted in a somewhat unfriendly tone; "but I 
want to know what it means."

I stood there embarrassed and irresolute; I had never happened to think 
that it ought to mean anything. But her idea was not to be removed; she had now 
got it into her head that the picture must be some sort of "Where is the cat?" 
affair. Why otherwise should I have shown it to her? At last she set it up against  
the window-pane so as to make it transparent. Presumably someone had once 
shown her a peculiar kind of playing card, which in an ordinary light represents a 
nine of diamonds or a knave of spades, but which, when one holds it up against 
the light, displays something indecent.

But her investigation brought no result. She gave back the sketch, and I prepared 
to leave. Then all at once the poor girl grew very red in the face and burst out, 
with a sob in her throat:

"Shame on you! it's real mean of you to make a fool of me like that. I know 
very well I'm a poor girl, and haven't been able to get myself a better education,  
but still you don't need to make a fool of me. Can't you tell me what your picture 
means?"



What was I to answer?  I should have given much to be able to tell her  
what it meant; but l could not, for it meant precisely nothing.

Ah, well, that was many years ago. I now smoke other cigars, which I buy 
in another shop, and l no longer wonder about the meaning of life — but that is 
not because I think I have found it.



THE FUR COAT
Translated by Charles Wharton Stork

IT was a cold winter that year. People shrank up in the chilL and grew 
smaller,  all  except  those  who had furs.  Judge Richardt  had a  big  fur  coat.  It 
almost belonged, moreover, to his official position, for he was managing director 
of a brand-new company. His old friend Dr. Henck, on the contrary, had no fur 
coat: he had instead a pretty wife and three children. Dr. Henck was thin and 
pale.  Some people  grow fat  with  marriage,  others  grow thin.  Dr.  Henck  had 
grown thin, and remained so on this particular Christinas Eve.

I've had a bad year this year, said Dr. Henck to himself, as he was on his 
way to his old friend John Richardt  to borrow money. It was three o'clock of 
Christmas Eve, just the hour of the mid-day twilight. — I've had a very bad year. 
My health is fragile, not to say broken. My patients, on the contrary, have picked 
up, almost the whole lot of them, I see them so seldom nowadays. Presumably 
I'm going to die soon. My wife thinks so, too; I've seen it in her looks. In such a  
case  it  would  be  desirable  that  the  event  should  happen  before  the  end  of 
January, when the cursed life insurance premium has to be paid.

By the time he had reached this point in the process of his thoughts he 
found himself on the corner of Government and Harbor Street. As he was about 
to  pass  the  street-crossing  in  order  to  proceed  down  Government  Street,  he 
slipped on a smooth sleigh track and fell, and at the same moment a sleigh drove 
up at full speed. The driver swore and the horse instinctively turned aside, but Dr. 
Henck received a blow on the shoulder from one of the runners, and furthermore 
a screw or nail or some similar projection caught his overcoat and tore a big rent 
in it. People gathered around him. A policeman helped him to his feet, a young 
girl brushed the snow off him, an old woman gesticulated over his torn overcoat 
in a way that indicated she would have liked to sew it up on the spot if she could,  
and a prince of the royal house, who happened to be going by, picked up his cap 
and set it on his head. So everything was all right again except the coat.

"Lord! what a sight you are, Gustav," said Judge Richardt, when Henck 
came up to his office.

"Yes, I've been run over," answered Henck.

"That's just like you," said Richardt, laughing good-humoredly. "But you 
can't go home like that. You may gladly have the loan of my fur coat, and I'll send 
a boy home after my ulster."

"Thanks," said Dr. Henck. And" after he had borrowed the hundred krona 
he needed, he added, "We shall be glad to have you for dinner."

Richardt was a bachelor and was accustomed to spend Christmas Eve with 
Henck.



On the way home Henck was in a better humor than he had been for a long 
time.

That's on account of the fur coat, he said to himself. If I had been smart, I 
should have got myself a fur coat on credit long ago. It would have strengthened 
my self-esteem and raised me in the popular opinion. One can't pay such a small 
fee to a doctor in a fur coat as to a doctor in an ordinary overcoat with worn 
button-holes. It's a bother that I didn't happen to think of that before. Now it's  
too late.

He walked a stretch through King's Garden. It was dark already,  it  had 
begun to snow again, and the acquaintances he met did not recognize him.

Who knows, though, whether it's too late, Henck went on to himself. I'm 
not old yet, and I may have been mistaken about the question of my health. I'm 
poor as a little fox in the woods; but so was John Richardt not so long since. My 
wife has grown cold and unfriendly toward me in these latter times. She would 
surely begin to love me afresh, if I could earn more money and if I were dressed 
in furs. It has seemed to me that she cared more for John since he got himself a 
fur coat than she did before. She was certainly a bit sweet on him when she was a 
young girl, too; but he never courted her. On the contrary he said to her and to 
everybody that he wouldn't dare to marry on less than ten thousand a year. But I 
dared, and Ellen was a poor girl who wanted to marry. I don't believe she was so 
much in love with me that I should have been able to seduce her if I had wished 
to. But I didn't want to, either; how could I have dreamed of that sort of love? I  
haven't thought of that since I was sixteen and saw Faust the first time at the 
opera with Arnoldson. I'm sure, though, she was fond of me when we were first 
married; one can't be mistaken about such a thing as that. Why couldn't she be 
again? In the first days after our marriage she always said spiteful things to John 
whenever  they  met.  But  then  he built  up  a  company,  invited  us  often  to  the 
theatre, and got himself a fur coat. And so naturally in time my wife grew tired of  
saying spiteful things to him.

Henck had still several errands to do before dinner.  It was already half 
past five when he came home laden with parcels. He felt very tender in his left 
shoulder, otherwise there was nothing that reminded him of his mishap in the 
afternoon except the fur coat.

It'll be fun to see what my wife will do when she sees me in a fur coat, said 
Dr. Henck to himself.

The hall was quite dark; the lamp was never lighted unless visitors were 
expected.

I hear her in the parlor now, thought Dr. Henck. She walks as lightly as a  
little bird. It's remarkable that I still get warm around the heart every time I hear 
her step in the next room.



Dr. Henck was right in his supposition that his wife would give him a more 
loving reception when he had on a fur coat than she was otherwise wont to do.  
She stole up close to him in the darkest corner of the hall, twined her arms about 
his neck, and kissed him warmly and intensively. Then she burrowed her head 
into the collar of his fur coat and whispered: "Gustav isn't home yet."

"Yes,"  answered  Dr.  Henck  in  a  voice  that  trembled  slightly,  while  he 
caressed her hair with both hands, "yes, he's home."

A big fire flamed in Dr. Henck's work-room. Whisky and water stood on 
the table.

Judge Richardt lay stretched out in a large leather easy-chair and smoked 
a cigar. Dr. Henck sat huddied in a corner of the sofa. The door was open on the 
hall, where Mrs. Henck and the children were busy lighting the Christmas tree.

Dinner had been very quiet. Only the children had twittered and prattled 
to one another and been happy.

"You're not saying anything, old fellow," said Richardt. "Is it that you're 
sitting worrying over your torn overcoat?"

"No," answered Henck, "it's rather over the fur coat."

There was a few minutes' silence before he continued:

"I'm thinking of something else, too. I'm sitting thinking that this is the 
last Christmas we shall celebrate together. I'm a doctor and I know I've not many 
days left. I know it now with full certainty. I want, therefore, to thank you for all 
the kindness you've shown me and my wife in these last times."

"Oh, you're mistaken," muttered Richardt, , looking away.

"No," replied Henck, "I'm not mistaken. And I want also to thank you for 
lending me your fur coat. It has given me the last seconds of happiness I have 
known in my life."



THE KISS
Translated by Charles Wharton Stork

There was once a young girl and a very  young man. They sat on a stone on 
a promontory that ran out into the lake, and the waves splashed at their feet. 
They sat silent, each wrapped in thought, and watched the sun go down.

He thought that he should very much like to kiss her. When he looked at 
her mouth, it occurred to him that this was just what it was meant for. He had, to 
be sure, seen girls prettier than she was, and he was really in love with someone 
else; but this other he could surely never kiss, because she was an ideal, a star,  
and what availed "the desire of the moth for the star"?

She thought that she should very much like to have him kiss her, so that 
she might have occasion to be downright angry with him and show how deeply 
she despised him. She would get up, pull her skirts tightly round her, give him a 
glance  brimmed  with  icy  contempt,  and  go  off,  erect  and  calm,  without  any 
unnecessary haste. But in order that he might not divine what she thought, she 
asked in a low, soft voice, "Do you think there is another life after this?"

He thought it would be easier to kiss her if he said yes. But he could not 
remember for certain what he might have said on other occasions about the same 
subject, and he was afraid of contradicting himself. He therefore looked her deep 
in the eyes and answered, "There are times when I think so."

This answer pleased her extraordinarily, and she thought: At least I like 
his hair — and his forehead, too. It's only a pity his nose is so ugly, and then of 
course  he  has  no  standing—he's  just  a  student  who  is  reading  for  his 
examinations. That was not the sort of beau to vex her friends with.

He thought: Now I can certainly kiss her. He was, nevertheless, terribly 
afraid; he had never before kissed a girl of good family, and he wondered if it 
might not be dangerous. Her father was lying asleep in a hammock a little way 
off, and he was the mayor of the town.

She thought: Perhaps it will be still better if I give him a box on the ear  
when he kisses me.

And  she  thought  again:  Why  doesn't  he  kiss  me?  Am  I  so  ugly  and 
disagreeable?

She leaned forward over the water to see her reflection, but her image .was 
broken by the splashing of the water.

She thought  again:  I  wonder  how it  will  feel  when he kisses  me.  As  a 
matter of fact she had only been kissed once, by a lieutenant after a ball at the 
town hotel. He had smelt so abominably of punch and cigars that she had felt but 



little flattered, although to be sure he was a lieutenant, but otherwise she had not 
much cared for the kiss. Furthermore she hated him because he had not been 
attentive to her afterwards or indeed shown any interest in her at all.

While they sat so, each engrossed in private thoughts, the sun went down 
and it grew dark.

And he thought: Seeing that she is still sitting with me, though the sun is 
gone and it has become dark, it may be that she wouldn't so much object to my 
kissing her.

Then he laid his arm softly around her neck.

She had not expected this at all. She had imagined he would merely kiss 
her and nothing more, and with that she would give him a box on the ear and go 
off like a princess. Now she didn't know what she should do; she wanted of course  
to be angry with him, but at the same time she didn't want to lose the kiss. She 
therefore sat quite still.

Thereupon he kissed her.

It felt much more strange than she had supposed. She felt that she was 
growing pale and faint, she entirely forgot that she was to give him a box on the 
ear and that he was only a student reading for his examination.

But he thought of a passage in a book by a religious physician on "The Sex 
Life  of  Woman,"  which  read:  "One  must  guard  against  letting  the  marital 
embrace come under the dominion of sensuality." And he thought that this must 
be very difficult to guard against, if even a kiss could do so much.

When the moon came up, they were still sitting there and kissing.

She whispered into his ear: "I loved you from the first hour I saw you."

And he replied: "There has never been anyone in the world for me but 
you."



THE PARSON’S COWS
Translated by Charles Wharton Stork

I HAD not seen my old college mate, Pastor Torelius of Lerkila,  for ten 
years, when on a fine warm summer evening just a little while ago we ran into 
each other on the corner of the sidewalk in front of the Grand Hotel. We had been 
at  the  same  mess  table  at  Upsala,  where  I  was  studying  something,  I  don't 
remember what — probably the piano — but he was studying "divvers" and was a 
very serious young man, except on Saturday nights. For he had regular habits and 
was exact in everything, even in the matter of youthful indulgence. He had an 
excellent head, and as he was also of a good old clerical family and had more than 
one bishop, if not for blood uncle at least for uncle by courtesy, he had made his 
way quickly, so that while he was still quite young he had been assigned to a fairly  
good  parish.  All  this  had  given  him  a  predominantly  bright  and  harmonious 
conception  of  Christianity,  and  when  I  saw  him  coming  toward  me  on  the 
sidewalk with arms outspread, as if it had been only a week ago we had parted at 
Taddi's  café,  I  should have believed from his  expression that  it  was  Saturday 
night, if I hadn't known it was Friday.

We sat us down at a table under the awning of the restaurant and were 
served with various refreshments. It so happened that we came to the end of our 
student memories more quickly than we expected,  and our conversation dealt 
mostly with the present. I was informed that he had already been married for the 
second time and that his second venture promised to be as happy as his first 
would have been, had the Lord so ordained. He talked about his charming life out 
in the country, which he wouldn't change for anything else in the world. He was 
fond of the members of his congregation and believed that they in turn respected 
him. We also touched on the subject of present religious tendencies, and I asked 
among other things if he was much bothered by revivalists in his community.

"You mean the Independents?" he said. "No, I can't say that I am. It was 
vexatious when the archbishop came on his visitation and saw that more people 
streamed into the meeting-house than into church. But I was new in the district, 
my predecessor was made the scapegoat, and since then conditions have changed 
for the better. There is a more conciliatory spirit, and though I can't exactly say I 
have more people in church than before, at least, God be thanked! there are fewer 
in the meeting-house. — Ah well, and there's a special reason for that." . . .

He broke off and looked very mysterious, but I asked no further questions, 
and we sat silent for a minute. On the sidewalk in front of us an occasional lean 
Yankee was parading amid the fat Stockholmers, from the river terrace came the 
last bars of a Viennese waltz, which left behind a strange stillness, and through 
the midst of this stillness burst the lowing of a cow. It proceeded from one of the 
coast boats which had just come in at the dock; a moment later we could hear the 
cow trampling on the gangway, another followed, and we saw a little old peasant 
leading both the cows after him on one rope.



"They are beautiful cows," said the clergyman, "though not as beautiful as 
mine. I have the fattest and handsomest in the whole parish. But one must see 
cows in a green landscape to appreciate them. There is nothing I'm fonder of than 
my cows — among the things of this world, I mean, of course. But for that too 
there's —"

"A special reason?"

"Precisely.  Let  me  tell  you  the  whole  story,  about  the  cows,  the 
Independents, and my marriage. It all belongs together.

"This is how it was:

"You  may  perhaps  remember  that  it  was  very  warm  last  summer, 
especially just before midsummer. One day I was going the rounds of my place as 
usual. I went out along the ditches in the full sunlight, crossed a meadow where 
my  people  were  cutting  hay,  and  came  to  the  pasture  where  my  cows  were 
grazing. You can't imagine how handsome they looked among the birch trunks. I 
scratched them between the horns and talked to them the way I do, to Primrose 
and Buttercup and White Girl —she is my bell-cow, she has no horns and is as 
white as milk — and to Hercules, my bull, who is a combination of strength and 
mildness. No animal is better tempered than a bull if only one doesn't irritate him 
at the start.

"I talked to them all, and they answered me as well as they could, lowing 
after me when I left. I also talked with an 'enlightened' tailor whom I met on the 
slope, a man who was a pillar of strength among the 'awakened' in the parish. I've 
even heard tell  that  he used to drive out  devils.  He responded a bit  wryly  of 
course — and then I came down to the lake. There it lay, still and shining. It's a 
principle with me never to go in swimming before mid-summer; but it was only a 
couple of days till then, and I was perspiring with the heat. I couldn't resist. In a 
twinkling my clothes were off, I jumped in to the water and swam out. But it was 
colder than I had thought, and I didn't stay in long.

"But when I came out, what did I see but all the cows coming toward me? I  
called to them, and they came nearer, but slowly and cautiously. White Girl came 
first with Hercules close beside her. When they were ten or fifteen paces away, I 
suddenly saw by their expression that they didn't recognize me, that they didn't 
even  take  me  for  a  human  being!  And  in  Hercules's  look  I  thought  I  saw 
something I had never seen there before. I confess that all at once I got frightfully 
scared. If you want to know what panic terror means, picture yourself stark naked 
in front of a dozen large beasts with sharp horns — I have eleven cows and a bull  
—with a lake behind you!

"I for my part went half crazy with fear and began to run along the shore. 
Then some life came into the cows. I heard them behind me at a sharp trot. What 
was I to do? I caught hold of a bough that was fairly low and swung myself up 



into a tree. It was high time; the whole flock was upon me, and Hercules snorted 
at me and butted the tree with his horns. Well, he couldn't reach me, and luckily  
it was so warm that I didn't catch a chill, though ordinarily my stomach is very 
sensitive.  I  tried to talk  sense to them, but there was no possibility  of such a 
thing. White Girl responded only with contempt, Primrose lowered her head and 
gave me an ugly look, and Hercules quite lost his composure. And in their way 
they were right. How could they conceive that this strange white thing, which 
took flight at their coming and climbed into a tree, this animal which had neither 
black clothes, nor spectacles, nor a straw hat with a wide brim, was identical with 
their master and good friend? This creature must then inevitably be their enemy, 
or at least a strange, ridiculous,  and indecent phenomenon which ought to be 
combated.

"It is, however, luckily a fact that a violent emotion is seldom long-lived, at 
least not with animals. After a while the luscious grass began to distract their 
attention, and I hid myself in the leaves as much as I could in the hope of being 
forgotten. The beasts had already begun to spread out and I began to hope for 
liberation — the rough bark was most uncomfortable to my skin — when I heard 
the  prattle  and  laughter  of  girls'  voices.  It  was  the  schoolmistress  and  the 
enlightened tailor's two daughters — all  of them enlightened of course — who 
were coming with towels in their hands to bathe!

"I can't deny that I whispered to myself, 'This is the very devil!' I hoped 
only that they wouldn't see me and I vowed in turn to look the other way. As far 
as that goes there wasn't much to look at, if I except the youngest. They were, I 
must say, so quick in their motions that I had hardly time to think what I should 
do before the younger girl was standing with one foot in the water and all her 
clothes neatly laid on a stone. To be frank, I didn't dare to turn my head away for 
fear  of  making  a  rustle  in  the  leaves.  Well,  soon  all  three  of  the  girls  were 
splashing in the water,  while  I  was  sitting in my tree as silent  as  a  little  rat. 
There's nothing like getting used to things: the bark no longer hurt my poor skin 
as much as before, and I began to submit to my fate and hope for a happy end to 
the story. So there was too at last, though not in the way I imagined.

"The girls came out of the lake again, but the school-mistress happened to 
come ashore a bit further away, of course just where my clothes were. She came 
running to tell of her discovery: 'A man's clothes are over there; there's a man 
bathing right by us! But where has he gone?  He must have swum far out.' They 
dressed in a great hurry, then stood and listened. They could hear nothing, could 
see nothing out in the lake. Had he been drowned? And who could it be? They 
would have to look more carefully at the clothes. The youngest was the boldest, 
she stole off and came back with the news: 'It's the parson. Only think if he's been 
drowned!' 'What will become of his poor soul?' the schoolmistress wondered. 'His 
soul, nothing!' responded the youngest girl, angry and at the same time with a 
sob in her throat. 'He confirmed me three years ago, and I was very fond of him, 
even if he didn't have the true revelation. But God isn't as spiteful as you are.'



"Suddenly they all grew silent and began to stare up into the tree as if they 
were bewitched. Then they let out a triple shriek and the next instant they were 
off like the wind.

"Finally I got down out of the tree and dressed. I was comparatively calm. 
You must admit I hadn't much more to lose. Never, surely, was a poor servant of 
the Lord so innocently placed in such a damning situation. It wasn't long before 
the tailor came to the spot with two more of the faithful. They looked a bit grim, 
all  three  of  them, but  in the  tailor's  eyes was  a  gleam of  secret  fire.  You can 
imagine the rascal's delight at the thought of driving out the devil from no less a 
person than the lawful guardian of his soul, the parish minister. However, by the 
greatest  luck I had already managed to get my clothes on, and with them the 
dignity of which I was now in so much need. Before the tailor could open his 
mouth I told him I should call on him in the afternoon and explain everything, 
whereupon I dismissed them with a wave and went off with firm composure.

"That afternoon I fortunately met the girl first. She was standing by a bush 
in the orchard eating gooseberries. Her father, I should mention, had a fine place 
with an excellent orchard; he had been blessed outwardly as well as inwardly, had 
saved his money and bought this house. I explained everything to her, and the 
dear child believed me at once. She was the only sensible one of the lot. First she 
had thought I was crazy to have climbed up naked into a tree, but when she heard 
me talk and saw that I had my wits in control, she believed me right away. She 
was a simple-hearted, unsophisticated girl, and what had happened did not seem 
to her nearly so dreadful as I had thought. It is assuredly true, as someone has 
said,  that  woman is  closer  to  nature  than  man,  and that  she feels  much less 
shame about natural things than do we, although we always think the opposite 
when we are young and do not know her."

"But what about the tailor?"

"He never would believe me. But that didn't of course prevent him from 
feeling flattered when a couple of months later I came to ask for the hand of his 
daughter. You will have gathered by this time that it is she who is now my wife. 
But my father-in-law still believes I climbed up into a tree naked to see the girls  
bathe.  For  his  family's  sake,  however,  he  regards  this  as  a  very  natural  and 
pardonable fault, which I have completely atoned for since. But among his fellow-
believers his indulgence toward me has awakened surprise and displeasure, and 
that is why the services at the meeting-house, which he and his family conduct,  
are no longer as well attended as formerly."

As it  was getting late,  we rose to depart.  When we separated we shook 
hands heartily and I congratulated him both on the victory of the true church and 
on the good turn which the affair had taken in respect to him personally.

"Thanks," said he, "I am happy already. It is, to be sure, a fact that my wife 
has not had the same intellectual advantages as I; but she has the culture of the 



heart. And it made an impression on me, too, that she laid down her clothes so 
neatly, whereas the others threw them all higgledy-piggledy."


